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The Broad Seal War was the result of a contested election between the Whig and Democratic Parties for the six New Jersey seats in the U.S. House of Representatives. The Congressional election took place on October 9-10, 1838, before New Jersey was organized into Congressional districts. Thus all the seats were chosen at large by voters from the entire state. The Governor (William Pennington) and Privy Council had the obligation of totaling the votes received from the county clerks and issuing certificates stamped with the "broad seal" of the state to the victors. After doing so, the Whig governor and his Whig-dominated council announced that all six incumbent Whig candidates were re-elected by an extremely narrow margin. Only Joseph Fitz Randolph collected significantly more votes than his Democratic opponents.
The controversy broke out when it was discovered that the votes from Millville Township and South Amboy Township were not included with the returns from Cumberland and Middlesex Counties, respectively. The Cumberland County clerk (a Whig) claimed that the Millville returns lacked the seal of the township clerk (a Whig) ; moreover, they appeared to have been opened and were incompletely made out. The Middlesex clerk also cited several irregularities which he claimed invalidated the South Amboy returns. If the Millville and South Amboy votes had been counted, five of the six Whig candidates would have been defeated. Despite this, all six Whigs received commissions of election on November 1, 1838 (for terms beginning December 1839), to which were affixed the official "broad seal" of New Jersey and signed by Governor Pennington.
Thirteen months later, on December 2, 1839, U.S. House of Representatives met to organize. When the clerk of the House reached New Jersey in the roll call, he called only the name of Joseph Fitz Randolph and passed over the names of the other claimants. The Whig commission holders had expected trouble, but certainly not this soon. A raging two-week debate followed, while the House remained unorganized and without a Speaker. When the debate ended, the House Democratic majority (not counting the five disputed New Jersey seats, the Democrats held a 119-118 edge) voted to leave the five contested seats vacant. Thus New Jersey was left without 5/6 of its legal representation in the House, marking the first time in the country's history that a state was not so represented. The entire matter was then presented to the House Committee on Elections, which consisted of a 5-4 Democratic maj ority. The committee began working on the case on January 14, 1840, and dealt with the dispute for several months. Meanwhile the New Jersey legislature and the legislatures of other states passed resolutions for and Governor William Pennington (Special Collections, Alexander Library). Governor Pennington and his Privy Council totaled the votes and issued certificates of election to all six incumbent Whig candidates. against the actions of the House, many claiming that the House had no legal authority to conduct business without full representation from the state of New Jersey.
In March 1840, the preliminary report and resolution to seat the five Democratic claimants was accepted by the House. After this was accomplished, the committee continued its work and, after interviewing hundreds of voters and investigating allegations of vote fraud (the Whigs claimed that illegal votes were being cast by aliens for the Democratic candidates), issued its final report on July 8, 1840, which resolved that the five Democrats should retain their seats. The House concurred and thus closed the door on one of the most bitterly contested elections in the young nation's history. 
